In the far North, the peculiar characteristics of the living conditions there usually participate in the strategies of self-identification employed by those who write about it. In such cases, the North is likely to constitute a challenge, or an alternative, to the comfortable lifestyle offered by the city. Even though in the Russian literature of the second half of the 20 th century the North is closely associated with the "village prose" movement, the contrast with the urban is not necessarily or at all times its main focus. When this geographical area is written about by those who are themselves from the North, it can serve as a landscape that is lived in and identified with on a day-today basis. As the authors and literary critics of village prose viewed it, the agricultural potential of the area and its rural settlement pattern provided it with its main characteristics. Thus, Abramov's tetralogy
culture applied primarily to the evocation of e x i s t e n t i a l l y uncomfortable experience (Kukulin 2005: 326) .
One of the reasons why Abramov's tetralogy was ignored can be found in the extreme compartmentalisation of the group labels that were applied to literature during the Soviet period. The reexamination of Soviet literature currently taking place tends to focus almost exclusively on what was then called "war literature"; Abramov's tetralogy has not commonly been included in this category. The Northern outpost in the tetralogy remained relatively safely removed from the frontline. Another reason could be that this is an extensive work (which is in itself worth examining in terms of the history of literature) and that it does not fit the chronologies that have been offered this far. Gradually, it carves out a literary space that has an alternative, contradictory and far less victorious, sense of wartime history. Most importantly, it will be argued, it attempts to overturn the ban on expressing not only the sense of emotional discomfort caused by history, but also existential discomfort.
When the criteria "emotionally uncomfortable experience" or "the radically affective front-line perception" crop up in scholarly assessments of the topic of war, they relate to the psychoanalytical model. Among other sources, psychoanalysis has informed studies of cultural memory; it views forgetting as "an active process of repression, one that demands vigilance and is designed to protect the subject from anxiety, fear, jealousy, and other difficult emotions" (Sturken 1997: 8) . The biographical literature on Abramov, who fought in Leningrad when its siege by the Germans was claiming hundreds of thousands of lives, can serve as an example. One of the authors of the reminiscences admitted it was hard to find words to describe Abramov's cries for food when he arrived, severely wounded, at her hospital (in Krutikova-Abramova 2000: 63). Traumatised individuals develop screen memories in order to protect themselves from difficult and socially unacceptable emotions. When such screens are not available, they may well find themselves lacking a language for their past. Memory studies have taken to examining cultural media as the manufacturers of collective screen memories. These, when concerned with war, often impose a patriotic, or nationalist, gloss upon recollections of suffering.
As a writer, Abramov no doubt took part in the manufacturing of screens, yet his tetralogy at times also shows a keen awareness of the abuses of the memory of war propagated by the official discourse.
Words and images invoking patriotism and nationality in Brat'ja i sestry are distributed unevenly. Few such tropes can be found in the second and third books, while their number is higher in the first and last books of the tetralogy. This is one of the problems to which this article seeks to offer an explanation. Perhaps, it was that shift of angle -war seen from the far North -that made the author aware of a lack of sufficient collective screens to cover it. This article examines the existential moment as a moment of conflict between various strategies of self-identification available to his literary characters, the moment when the choice is no longer obvious. Perhaps, it was also the unspeakable element of Abramov's own participation in war that was And with the greatest happiness was one to subject oneself wholly and fully to this force now, since it punished mercilessly anything that attempted to break out of the shared flow, to live its own, separate life. And perhaps therefore his soul lacked peace at that moment; as his body was becoming suppler, so also personal wishes made themselves more strongly heard. They were isolating him, forcing him out of the shared flow, day by day destroying that harmony of a complete dissolution in the collective, in which he had lived at the frontline and during his first weeks in Pekashino. (1990: 180) The recovery of the protagonist, wounded and sent to the countryside as a party envoy, urges him to get back to the front. After a brief lapse, he attains a renewed consciousness of unity with the people, or the nation. Socialist realism recycles the Tolstoyan intonation of War and Peace in order to fit the self-reflection by the hero illustrated above.
Whereas Tolstoy pledged pacifism, though, the nation is here selfrighteously coercive. The novel still managed to seem like a literary revelation for some against the backdrop of the even more cliché-ridden collective farm literature. Providing the frontline with food supplies was not an easy task for its characters -women, old people and children -in the circumpolar conditions. Those who were left behind were ready to make sacrifices in order to contribute to the defeat of the external enemy. Perhaps, he had heard or read about it somewhere, but he firmly remembered a belief that prior to the arrival of the Russians there were no birches in Siberia. And now, when he was examining these snow-white trees in awe, he was imagining the roads of the Russian man on earth, marked out by birches. (1990: 181)
As the peasant characters of the 1940s are revealed as, at best, semiliterate, it is their concern with the development on the front that helps them to learn the map of the nation, of the Soviet Union. At the same time, the text naturalises this map in the accessible and sentimental sign system "marked out by birches" and connects it with an inherent Russianness. There is no need to worry about that, I believe" (1991: 97).
In contrast, when charged with the illegal actions of the chairman of the collective farm, the head of the district party committee plots his own defence in a language that affirms the wartime metaphor: "Victory! Zarudnyj has been shown to his place. Now he himself, Podrezov, will be leading the parade" (1991: 220). At the end of the narrative this character nonetheless also accepts his responsibility for the case. This, ironically, causes the text to make the journey back from the critical realm of village prose into socialist realism with its conscientious and conscious party figures. On the boundary between "war" and "village" prose, in the circumpolar outpost, there can be found a less conventional treatment of the topic of war, which makes the nation less homogenous. A study of 1983 noted that, when combined, war prose and village prose provided Soviet literature with new expressive means (Belaja 1983: 9) . This was interpreted as indicative of a drive towards a synthesis (arguably an epic one) and of an abandonment of the labels "village", "war", "city", "youth" etc. literature, which had been established since the 60s. The Soviet Union had experienced its own upsurge of memory and "identity" writings, but, instead of synthesis, an even deeper stratification took place under perestroika. A transition from politics by culture (which occurred in the absence of a proper political debate) to professional politics, of which nationalism was also a part, was taking place. The question of whether the memories that the Soviet
